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The most informative sen-
tence in this book is the last, 
on page 171: “Those looking 
at art purely as an investment 
might first look elsewhere.”
It is curious that this is left 
to the end of the book, as the 
reader wonders throughout 
about the value of investing in 
art. The truth is that people 
purchase art for love or pleasure 
or other emotive reasons, such 
as a desire to support a strug-
gling artist. However, art as an 
investment does not stack up. 
The title of the book suggests 
this outcome, as it concludes 
with a question mark: Art as 
an Investment? Nonetheless, it 
is an intriguing read.
The Preface begins with a 
vignette of a hopeful art buyer 
seeking to purchase a painting 
but not being able to do so: 
neither the artist nor the bro-
ker will sell to him. Why is it 
that the art world is so impen-
etrable to the novice, or indeed 
to the experienced would-be 
buyer? The inspiration for this 
book was such an incident. I 
was intrigued. I have had such 
experiences myself. When I 
tried to buy an artwork from 
a publicly funded art gallery 
in New Zealand, I was told it 
was not for sale. This, even 
though the work hung with 
many others that were for sale! 
It is frustrating, to say the 
least, when you wish to sup-
port an artist and have an 
emotionally charged work at 
hand yet cannot buy it. So I 
started to read the book with 
interest.
The book is divided into 
eight chapters and also has a 
preface, introduction, notes, 
conclusion, bibliography and 
index. Each chapter covers an 
aspect of the art market, com-
paring it to other sorts of mar-
ket, such as stocks and shares 
(Chapter 2), gold (Chapter 3), 
wine (Chapter 4), property 
(Chapter 5), private equity 
(Chapter 6) and luxury goods 
(Chapter 7). The book con-
cludes by developing the 
theme that the notion of art 
as an investment needs to be 
scrutinized. It “seems to defy 
expert definition” (p. 169), 
making it a “fragile prospect” 
(p. 169).
The book opens by telling 
the reader that it will be com-
paring art, as an investment, 
to housing or property 
(Chapter 5) and stocks and 
shares (Chapter 2). However, 
it neglects to state that art is 
not a productive investment, 
making these comparisons a 
little odd. After all, productive 
investments bring a return 
through dividends or rental 
income. While the author also 
compares investment in art to 
that in wine (Chapter 4), pri-
vate equity (Chapter 6) and 
luxury goods (Chapter 7), 
which also do not bring pro-
ductive returns, the discon-
nect remains with the reader. 
Thus the book is structured 
around these productive and 
unproductive investments, 
bookended by the introduc-
tion and conclusion.
In private equity the aim is 
to buy companies cheap and 
sell them for more. It is argued 
that the same end is pursued 
by art investors. Nonetheless, 
investing in art remains a 
gamble. I would argue that it 
is more of a gamble than 
investing in private equity, 
property or the stock market. 
Art investment is a long-term 
proposition: the returns usu-
ally come to fruition when the 
artist dies and his or her art-
works are limited in number. 
Further, there is the compli-
cating matter of taste when 
collecting art. Sometimes art-
ists and/or their works fall out 
of favour for a very long time. 
So those wishing to purchase 
art best do so because of their 
love of the artwork and the 
pleasure they derive from it, 
regardless of its value as an 
investment.
Gerlis tells the reader (on 
p. 14) that one is usually 
advised to divide one’s assets 
into 30-30-30 plus 10 percent-
ages, allowing the final 10% 
to be used for luxury invest-
ment such as gold or art. 
While she uses specific per-
centages rather than my rough 
estimates, the rule holds. This 
has been a staple rule of advi-
sors to investors since time 
immemorial. It makes practi-
cal sense for investors not to 
put all their eggs in one bas-
ket, thus protecting them-
selves from the vagaries of the 
marketplace – as much as 
anyone can.
In conclusion, the author 
states that art has no “intrinsic 
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worth” (p. 162), as this is a 
market made up of unique, 
heterogeneous objects without 
economy utility. Art cannot be 
commoditized. In other words, 
the author recommends going 
into the art market with “eyes 
wide open” (p. 170).
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